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When Jesus told parables, he was trying to help us get over being literal minded. Those who say, "I believe in a literal interpretation of an infallible Bible" will have trouble with Jesus’ parables. He’s talking in images, symbolic language. The kingdom is like---seed, treasure, a great banquet. No, the kingdom is not literally a seed, a treasure or a banquet. The kingdom may be compared to these. Jesus was a poet; and as the poets say, sometimes "you have to say it like it never was, so you can see it like it really is."
Jesus said that the kingdom is like seed and soil. He’s using images from gardening---seeds, soil, sun, rain, planting, tending. Today’s text, the Parable of the Sower, has set me to pondering how little I understand this mysterious process of planting seeds and helping them grow into food bearing plants. Like a child who put that little seed in some dirt in a paper cup, I’m in awe of the process of growth. 
But I confess to a certain clumsiness with gardening. Maybe I’ve become too much of a city boy. Maybe I’ve spent too much time inside air conditioned offices, homes and cars, and too little time digging in the soil. But each spring I go through the ritual of getting my hands in the dirt, to try to make something grow in my yard. It’s therapeutic, I think, getting back in touch with the good earth. And we all know that we have become much too separated from the earth and from the processes that produce our fruits and vegetables—and our flowers. Bread and roses, someone said, are both essential. We all need food and beauty from the earth.
But when we can buy it all at a spiffy grocery store, we get dis-connected from the earth, the seed, the plants, the harvesting. Since we left the farm a generation or two ago, we are all diminished.
But I still make a feeble effort with gardening. And especially this summer, I have come to realize that my thumb is far from green. I’d like to blame my lack of success on the terrible drought. I’d like to blame the difficult Durham soil. But---it also helps to know what you’re doing.
Back in May, we held a church work day here at the church. I watched and listened as Danny McKinney showed some of us how to plant a fine bed of petunias along the back walkway of the church. I then went and bought my petunia plants and several bags of that specialized barnyard dirt with the pungent nutrients. Then I went home and carefully prepared my soil, mixed in the pungent fertilizer, and gently planted my petunias. They looked great—for only a few weeks. I watered them regularly, but then the sun beat down and the drought moved in. 
The petunias Danny planted here at the church have kept on blossoming, even through the summer heat. They look like happy petunias. Maybe they are religious petunias, since they live so near the church. But my petunias at home are now puny and pitiful, gasping for life.
My puny petunias remind me of Jesus’ parable. He names four kinds of soil—foot path soil, rocky soil, thorny soil, and good soil. My petunias must have landed in rocky soil. The plants sprang up quickly, and then the sun scorched them. I thought of our church’s spectacular presentation of the "Godspell" musical this past spring. Our cast acted out this Parable of the Sower; and in my mind’s eye, I can still see their creative pantomime: The seed that landed on the path got trampled; and to dramatize this, one of our youths fell on the floor, and others walked all over him. The plants from rocky ground got scorched by the sun, and they wilted before our eyes. The plants among thorns and weeds got choked, and we could hear the sound of the choking plant. "Eeeuuhg!"
What’s the parable trying to teach us? Jesus is trying to help his disciples understand what the Kingdom of God, the rule of God, is like. He is using poetic imagery: The Kingdom of God often starts with small things: leaven in a loaf, a pearl of great price, a grain of mustard seed, seeds tossed into different kinds of soil.
The Parable of the Sower really should be called the Parable of the Soils. In the image the kingdom starts with soil---with seed thrown into the soil. What kind of soil does it take to grow God’s kingdom? What soil does it take to grow compassion, love, mercy and justice?
The sower tosses out seed in different locations, into various kinds of soil. As Jesus told this parable, the first word he spoke, according to Matthew, was "Listen!" He ended by saying that some of the seed fell on good soil, and brought forth a crop that was for some 30, 60, and 100 fold. And then he said again, "Listen!" 
I wonder if Jesus isn’t saying that the key to being productive soil is listening. We don’t learn anything as long as we’re talking. It may be that constant chatter is like rocky ground or a packed footpath. Not much room there; not much will grow there. Time for listening makes possible good soil, with nutrients that come from the well of silence, from listening.
Soil is the essential ingredient for making good things grow. God plants the seed. The seed of God is in all of us. The question is: "What kind of soil are we providing for the seed?"
I’m always fascinated by the people who seem to be able to do good work for God. We can look at Mother Teresa who lived her life among the poor, always seeking to do "something beautiful for God." How did she do it? She made time for the Spirit to nurture her, to keep enriching the inner soil of her life. Spend an hour a day, she said, listening to your Lord, and you’ll be okay.
Look at the models of genuine disciples we may know in this church. Think of someone you believe is a genuine disciple of Jesus. If you described that person as soil, what kind of soil would they be---footpath soil that’s hardened and easily trampled? Are they like rocky soil, filled with obstacles? Are they filled with complexity and confusion, like weeds and thorns choking them?
Or, are they open and receptive like good soil? At one time or another, each of us has probably been like all of these kinds of soil. 
What kind of soil am I now? That’s the question this parable gives to me.
And it causes me to reflect on how I can keep cultivating the good soil in my life---the soil in which the seed of God has already been planted.
This week I watched Ted Koppel interview Archbishop Desmund Tutu, that effervescent, ebullient leader from South Africa. Tutu was one of the major spokespersons who called for a dismantling of apartheid, the system of racial discrimination in South Africa. He had his life threatened, his family was threatened. But he remained clear and forthright in his call for justice.
In the interview, Archbishop Tutu talked about our need for silence. He said that we all tend to gain our identity by achieving, by busyness. But we all have a need for stillness, for waiting on God. We have a need to be receptive, open before God. When we are receptive, he said, we can begin to be close to God, to be part of God, to be God-like, to live with the qualities of God in us. What are those qualities? Non-violence, compassion, forgiveness, justice, love, hope.
Our country is now in dire need of these qualities. As we’re continuing in a posture of military might, our leaders are continuing to push for war and military dominance in the world, I wonder if we are being the soil that can nurture the seeds of God’s love, hope, justice, forgiveness, compassion, and non-violence.
These seeds of the kingdom can grow only in soil that is receptive. These seeds can grow only when we allow ourselves to be still and know that God is in us, stirring in us. God is calling us first to be good soil, to nurture within ourselves the seeds of God’s kingdom, seeds that will provide food and beauty for God’s children, those we meet every day, and especially those who live in the midst of poverty, distress, and war.
When we can be receptive soil, we will see amazing things happen. Because then we are not working alone. God is working in us and through us, stirring the good soil with new energy. Then gradually a bumper crop of goodness is on the way, because God is working in and through us to make it happen.
So may it be. Amen.
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